Rep. Wittman swiftly decided that creating a congressional public health caucus was a good idea, and he asked Rep. Gene Green (D-Texas) to co-chair and co-found the caucus. Rep. Green coauthored legislation to create the 21st Century Cures Act. He, like Rep. Wittman, is a veteran member occupying a safe seat.
Rep. Wittman then directed his staff members to submit to the Office of the Clerk the paperwork required to establish the caucus. By April 2015, Rep. Wittman and Rep. Green were ready to announce its establishment. They did so in a press release on April 9, 2015, 2 in which Rep. Wittman stated the following:
It is fitting that we introduce the Congressional Public Health Caucus during National Public Health Week. The field of public health is dedicated to awareness and prevention, and this caucus will be a fantastic tool to raise awareness among members and congressional staff about how public health issues can impact their districts. We must do more to reduce the cost of health care in America, and by focusing our legislative efforts on prevention and public health; Congress can help to rein in costs in the future. 2
Rep. Green offered the following thoughts:
Public health is fundamental to a 21st century health care system and provides huge social and economic benefits. . . . Investing in public health has led to increased life expectancies, reductions of infectious and communicable diseases, swift response to emergencies, and improved health outcomes for our communities. I am pleased to join Rep. Rob Wittman to launch and lead the new bipartisan Congressional Public Health Caucus to elevate the conversation on the importance of a robust public health system. The Congressional Public Health Caucus will be a venue for members of Congress to discuss public health and prevention issues that impact their districts and improve awareness regarding public health matters across Capitol Hill. It will also be a platform for members to discuss and support federal policies that result in improved overall health for citizens across the United States. COA members began immediately to reach out to other House members and encourage them to join the Congressional Public Health Caucus, which COA sees as a venue through which congressional and staff members of the House can be educated on matters of public health. Information on the caucus is available on the COA website; 3 any House member can join, and there are no dues. The caucus website 4 provides tele-phone numbers and e-mail addresses for Republican and Democrat members who have joined the caucus.
A sample e-mail on the COA website 4 can be used to invite other House members to join. COA members follow-up on this e-mail by calling the office of their House member, speaking with the health legislative assistant, and urging them to encourage the House member to join.
The founders and co-chairs of the caucus welcome any House members who wish to join them, so it is perfectly appropriate for anyone reading this commentary to reach out to his or her House member and ask him or her to join. You can find the contact information for your House member by entering your ZIP Code into "Find Your Representative," located in the upper-right corner of the House website (www.house.gov).
The caucus is bipartisan, co-chaired by House members from both parties. Such cooperation is unusual, to say the least, in today's highly charged political environment, but it is emblematic of the fact that public health is not a Democratic issue or a Republican issue: it is an issue for all Americans. The caucus has grown more slowly than might have been hoped, with 14 members as of December 2015. The largest caucuses in the House have more than 300 members, and we believe that the Congressional Public Health Caucus could eventually reach such size. The advantage of a larger size is that members who self-identify as being interested in public health are likely to be more favorable toward legislation that promotes public health and more likely to oppose legislation that harms public health. If any piece of legislation-whether original bill or amendment-has an impact on public health, COA and other organizations interested in public health, such as the American Public Health Association or the Trust for America's Health, could call upon members of the caucus to express their views and urge appropriate action.
COA has no expectation that the caucus will take a leading role in legislation, although it is up to caucus members to decide what they want to do. COA members believe that a leadership role for the caucus is unlikely simply because of the partisanship that pervades today's House of Representatives. Those of us at COA would be satisfied if the caucus provided venues for public health education, including education about the roles of the Surgeon General and the USPHS Commissioned Corps. We would consider such education a major advancement on behalf of public health.
We hope to look back on this endeavor in a few years and find a robust Congressional Public Health Caucus with several hundred members hosting regular sessions on public health and promoting public health
